Margaret P. Grafeld Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 05 JUL 2006 



Message Text 



UNCLASSIFIED 

PAGE 01 STATE 023903 

50 

ORIGIN EA-10 

INFO OCT-01 ISO-OO SSO-OO PRS-01 RSC-01 /013R 

DRAFTED BY E A/VN :RHWENZEL : AO A 
APPROVED BY EA/VN:RH WENZEL 

127789 

O 012010Z FEB 75 

FM SECSTATE WASHDC 

TO AMEMBASSY SAIGON IMMEDIATE 

UNCLAS STATE 023903 

E.O. 11652:N/A 

TAGS: OPS, VS 

SUBJECT: MARKHAM STORY ON THE FALL OF PHUOC BINH 

1. BELOW IS TEXT OF NEW YORK TIMES FRONT PAGE STORY 
FEBRUARY 1 BY JAMES MARKHAM ENTITLED "HESITANCY AND CON- 
FUSION BLAMED IN SAIGON DEFEAT WOULD GREATLY APPRECIATE 
RECEIVING PERTINENT EMBASSY COMMENT BEFORE OPENING OF 
BUSINESS MONDAY FEBRUARY 3 FOR POSSIBLE USE IN CONGRESSIONAL 
HEARINGS THAT MORNING. 

2. BEGIN TEXT: SAIGON, SOUTH VIET-NAM, JANUARY 31. DIPLO- 
MATS AND MILITARY ANALYSTS HERE HAVE MANAGED TO PIECE TO- 
GETHER AN ACCOUNT OF THE FALL THREE WEEKS AGO OF PHUOC 
BINH, THE FIRST PROVINCIAL CAPITAL TO BE CAPTURED BY THE 
COMMUNISTS SINCE THEIR 1972 SPRING OFFENSIVE, DESPITE GOV- 
ERNMENT EFFORTS TO SEAL OFF FROM THE PUBLIC AND PRESS THE 
SOLDIERS WHO GOT OUT ALIVE. 

IT APPEARS, ACCORDING TO THESE EXPERTS, THAT WHILE SOME 
DEFENDERS FOUGHT BRAVELY, MANY RAN AWAY; THAT THE SOUTH 
VIETNAMESE AIR FORCE, RELUCTANTLY CALLED IN TO WHAT IT CON- 
SIDERED A HOPELESS FIGHT, KILLED MANY GOVERNMENT TROOPS 
WITH IMPRECISE HIGH-ALTITUDE BOMBING AND THAT THE NORTH 
VIETNAMESE FURTHER REFINED TACTICS INTENDED TO LOSE AS FEW 
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OF THEIR OWN MEN AS POSSIBLE. 
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"IT IS A SHAME TO US ALL - NOT ONLY TO US, BUT TO ANY 
OTHER MILITARY MAN OF ANY RANK WHO HAD SOMETHING TO DO 
WITH THIS BATTLE," SAID AN OFFICER WHO WAS SENT TO DEFEND 
PHUOC BINH. 

SEVERAL SOUTH VIETNAMESE MILITARY SOURCES PAINT A SIMILAR 
PICTURE-ONE OF INDECISIVENESS AND CONFUSION AT THE HIGH 
EST COMMAND LEVELS, UNCERTAINTY ABOUT WHETHER THE NORTH 
VIETNAMESE INTENDED TO TAKE PHUOC BINH OR SLOWLY STRANGLE 
IT, BAD INFORMATION ON THE SIZE AND QUALITY OF THE 
OPPOSING FORCES IN THE ROLLING PLANTATION COUNTRY AROUND 
THE ENCIRCLED TOWN. THESE SOURCES ARGUE THAT DECISIONS 
WERE MADE WITH LESS CONSIDERATION THAN IS NOW BELIEVED. 

BEGINNING IN MID DECEMBER, THE NORTH VIETNAMESE EASILY 
TOOK FOUR GOVERNMENT-HELD DISTRICT CAPITALS AND ONE BASE 
CAMP IN PHUOC LONG PROVINCE, WHICH HAD NEVER BEEN FAR 
FROM THEIR COMPLETE CONTROL. ONLY THE ISOLATED PROVINCE 
CAPITAL, WITH A GARRISON OF REGIONAL AND PROVINCIAL FORCES 
TOTALING 3,000 MEN REMAINED. 

THE FIRST GOVERNMENT REINFORCEMENTS— A BATTALION OF REGU- 
LAR TROOPS AND THREE RECONNAISSANCE COMPANIES, OR ABOUT 
800 MEN- WERE REPORTEDLY SENT INTO PHUOC BINH ON DEC 28 
WHEN THE NORTH VIETNAMESE WERE ALREADY WITHIN MORTAR 
RANGE OF THE TOWN, WHICH LIES 75 MILES NORTH OF SAIGON 
NEAR THE CAMBODIAN BORDER. 

ON THE FIRST DAY OF THE NEW YEAR, THE NORTH VIETNAMESE 
CHASED A SMALL GARRISON OF STIENG TRIBESMEN OFF THE TOP 
OF BA RA MOUNTAIN ON THE SOUTHEASTERN EDGE OF THE TOWN. 

FROM THIS POINT ON, IN THE OPINION OF SEVERAL MILITARY 
ANALYSTS, THE BATTLE WAS LOST. THE NORTH VIETNAMESE 
COULD SHELL THE TOWN AT WILL, WHICH THEY BEGAN TO DO WITH 
GREAT ACCURACY. RELIANCE ON HEAVY ARTILLERY BOMBARDMENT 
RATHER THAN GROUND TROOPS CHARACTERIZED THE NORTH VIET- 
NAMESE TACTICS, AS IT HAS IN OTHER BATTLES RECENTLY. 
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CIVILIANS— THE PROVINCE CAPITAL HAD A LARGELY MONTAGNARD 
POPULATION OF 26,000-BEGAN TO SLIP OUT OF THE TOWN, 

CROSSING THE DAKLUNG BRIDGE OVER THE SONG BE. SO DID 
MANY MONTAGNARD MILITIAMEN AND SOME REGULAR SOLDIERS. 

TANKS MOVE IN: THE FIRST GROUND ATTACKS CAME ON JAN 3, 

BUT THE NORTH VIETNAMESE PUT FEW TROOPS BEHIND THEIR 
T-54 TANKS. DEMOLITION TROOPS CLEARED OBSTACLES FOR THE 
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TANKS. 

MANY DEFENDERS REPORTED LATER THAT THEIR AMERICAN-MADE, 
SHOULDER-FIRED ROCKET LAUNCHERS WERE USELESS AGAINST THE 
TANKS, WHICH HAD PENETRATED THE SOUTHERN EDGE OF THE 
TOWN. 

WE TOOK AIM ON ONE OF THEM. WAITED, WAITED UNTIL IT WAS 
WELL IN GOOD RANGE AND THEN FIRED,” SAID ONE OFFICER. 

OH, IT DID NOT EXPLODE. IT DID NOT STOP. 

TO OUR AMAZEMENT, THE TURRET WAS MOVING, THE BIG GUN 
WAS POINTING TOWARD OUR TRENCHES. OH GOD, WE SANK DOWN 
TO THE BOTTOM OF OUR TRENCHES, CRAWLED AWAY LIKE RATS, 

WITH OUR MOUTHS OPEN IN AMAZEMENT." 

IN THEIR ANALYSIS OF THE BATTLE, AMERICANS BELIEVE THAT 
THE DEFENDERS FIRED THE ROCKETS AT A RANGE THAT WAS TOO 
CLOSE TO DESTROY A TANK, THEY MUST BE FIRED FROM 30 FEET 
AWAY, THEY SAY. 

THERE IS CONSIDERABLE UNCERTAINTY OVER THE NUMBER OF TANKS 
KNOCKED OUT BY THE DEFENDERS. OFFICIAL AND SEMIOFFICIAL 
COUNTS RANGE FROM 14 TO 29, BUT WHILE SOME TANKS WERE 
CERTAINLY HIT, ONE WELL-PLACED SOURCE SAID THAT AERIAL 
RECONNAISSANCE PHOTOS SHOWED NO DESTROYED TANKS. 

BY JAN 3, THE FOREIGN MINISTRY IN SAIGON WAS PREPARING A 
PRESS CONFERENCE TO ANNOUNCE THE LOSS OF PHUOC BINH. BUT 
THE NEXT DAY THE GOVERNMENT SENT INTO PHUOC BINH BY HELI- 
COPTER TWO COMPANIES OF THE ELITE 8 1ST AIRBORNE RANGERS- 
WHICH FOUGHT WELL AROUND SAIGON DURINGTHE 1968 TET OFFEN- 
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SIVE AND AT AN LOC DURING THE 1972 OFFENSIVE. 

TO THEIR DISMAY, THE 200 RANGERS FOUND THAT THE SITUATION 
ON THE GROUND NOWHERE RESEMBLED THE SOMEWHAT CONFIDENT 
PICTURE SKETCHED BY COL. NGUYEN THONG THANH, THE COMMANDER 
OF THE TOWN, IN HIS BUNKER. 

ACCORDING TO ONE RANGER, THE COLONEL DESCRIBED VARIOUS 
POSITIONS AROUND THE TOWN THAT WERE BEING HELD BY BATTAL- 
IONS AND COMPANIES THAT HAD IN FACT BEEN REDUCED TO HAND- 
FULS OF MEN WHO WERE LOOKING FOR A WAY TO ESCAPE. 

MEANWHILE, FORCED TO ALTITUDES OF 10,000 FEET OR HIGHER BY 
INTENSE 37-MM. HEAVY MACHINE-GUN FIRE, GOVERNMENT FIGHTER- 
BOMBERS WERE UNABLE TO PROVIDE SIGNIFICANT SUPPORT. STILL 
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THEY BOMBED. 

"NEVER BEFORE HAD I SEEN SUCH HEAVY CASUALTIES INFLICTED 
ON OUR OWN LINES BY OUR OWN AIR FORCE," SAID ONE MEMBER 
OF THE 8 1ST RANGERS. "THE HOSPITAL WAS BOMBED, THREE OR 
FOUR MILITARY DOCTORS WERE KILLED AND HUNDREDS OF PATIENTS 
WERE KILLED, OR WOUNDED FOR A SECOND TIME. END TEXT. KISSINGER 
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